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	1. Chapter 1

_Hi all! I haven't posted a story in a very, very, very long time, and that's because I haven't written in a very, very, very long time. Life really got the best of me for a while, and I just couldn't get the words on paper. But I'm in a pretty good place now, and I recently got this really big burst of inspiration for this story, and I'm so excited about it! I know I had some stories up when I dropped off the earth, and if you were reading them, I'm sorry that they're unfinished. I hope to get back to them one day, but they aren't coming to me right now. I hope they will one day. For now, I really hope you enjoy this story. I'll be honest - I'm rusty from all these years without writing or even reading, but I'm still really pleased that I'm even getting this all together and I'm so excited to share it with you guys. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoy writing it. Please give me any and all feedback, I could so use it!_

_Do we still do disclaimers? Is that a thing? Well, if so, you all should know that I'm not at all affiliated with Deadliest Catch, nor am I writing anything that should be associated with reality or taken as a representation of real people._

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

He knows it's her by the pounding on the door, a constant banging like he cannot get there fast enough. And he can't, really, because he knows what he is going to find on his porch when he opens the door, and this sick part of him has been waiting for it. It's late, well past midnight, and he has been asleep on the couch since somewhere in the middle of The Avengers, so he is stumbling and wiping sleep from his eyes right up until he opens the door. Just like he knew, there she is, looking mad as hell and more beautiful than ever. The wind from the upcoming storm whips hair around her face – it's a different color than last time he saw her, but any color is going to be stunning as far as he is concerned. Her face is flushed red with anger, and she's maybe still crying, maybe not.

They've done this dance a hundred times, so he knows the steps even though sleep still muddles his brain. He knows that she's going to shove him aside to crash into his house like a hurricane, a ball of negative energy that no one can contain even though she's trying and, God, he wants to take it all away from her. He knows he'll barely get the door shut before she's balling his shirt in her fists and crashing her lips against his. And he knows they'll end up in his bed in a flurry of clothes and growls and gasps, and he knows he'll have bruises from how hard she'll try to hold on to the only man that hasn't let her down yet, scratches from how she's trying to make sure that he's really there. And he knows he shouldn't, but he knows he loves it, and tonight certainly isn't the night that he's going to stop her. He hasn't found the strength yet.

He knows that when they have caught their breath, she'll rant. She will tell him every detail about how his brother fucked it up again, and he'll listen to every word. He'll trace patterns on her shoulders as she yells about her broken heart, and he'll plant kisses on her neck as she talks about the other man that does the same thing, and he'll hold her when she cries about how she's fucking up her life, and he'll tell her that she's not, that she's perfect, and she won't listen to him. And she'll fall asleep in his arms.

When morning comes, she will be gone. He'll know she was real from his sore lips, the bruises her fingers left, the fresh pot of coffee in the kitchen. And in a week or two, or a day or two, or a month or two, they'll do it all again.

He knows that he loves her. He shouldn't. She is not his, if you're the type to say that one person belongs to another. But, dammit, he just can't seem to stop her when she comes to his bed no matter how much he knows he should.

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

The first time he saw her, they were fighting, which was a sign that he didn't know enough to understand. His brother yelled at people all the time, so heated whispers with some girl off to the side wasn't exactly unusual. And it didn't really bother him that the conversation stopped when they saw him, because he had shit to say to that stupid brother of his, so some girl with rose petal tattoos fallin down her arm and lavender hair was really the least of his concerns.

But his brother hissed, "We'll finish this later," and stalked off, and she snapped, "Or you could just shove it up your ass, old man," and stomped away in the other direction, and no one seemed to mind that he was left standing all by himself. Which was not okay, as far as he was concerned. But his brother was too far away, so he reached out and caught her around the wrist, hand wrapping around black script on its underside that he would later come to know very, very well.

And for the first time, but certainly not the last, he said to her, "I hope my brother didn't piss you off too much."

At first, those dark brown eyes were still a little wild with anger, but when she realized it was not her previous sparring partner grabbing her, she relaxed in his grip enough that he felt ok letting her go without fearing she might walk away.

"No, I'm fine." He would hear that again, and he would never believe it. "Just a stupid spat."

"He's good for those. I'm Edgar, by the way. The newer, more charming Hansen model." He offered a hand for her to shake, but she didn't take it right away. Rather, she looked him up and down, searching for something that he hoped she would find.

Finally, she took his hand shook it surprisingly firmly. "Becca. I'm the new neighbor. The blue house."

"Ah, I wondered how you landed an invite to the summer barbeque."

She smirked. "Yeah, I'm renting over there. The Hansens have been really great, helped me move in and unpack and everything. Well," Becca rubbed her shoulder, fingers playing over dancing petals, "they're mostly great."

"Don't let Sig get you down. He's just a grouch, does it to me all the time. What was it, playing your music too loud?"

"Ah," she winced a little, watching something over his shoulder that was gone when he glanced. If he had to guess, though, he'd put his money on it being Sig, who was seemingly enraptured in one of John Hillstrand's stores.

"C'mon." He gave her a small nudge with his fist. "Eddy's here. What'd he do to ya'?"

"It's, um…" She licked her lips, heaved a sigh, and rolled her eyes one last time. "Like, Sig's great, okay? Don't think I don't like him, because he's been…he's been perfect. But he went off about my hair. He hates it, says no one will take me seriously."

Edgar had to laugh. Her hair was wavy and long and, sure, an unusual color but, come one, the woman was stunning no matter what color her hair was. "Sig has no say in your hair color. He's not your dad."

"Oh, I know, trust me."

"Well, I think it's pretty. Don't worry about his old-ass opinions."

"I know. It's just…Yeah, no, I know. Anyway, I'm fine. He's just annoying."

"You sure? Sounds like you have more to say."

When she smiled, her tongue caught between her teeth, and it was damn near the cutest thing he'd ever seen.

"You're so sweet, Ed. But, really, I'm fine. Sig's an ass, like he's your brother, sorry, but you know what he's like. And I've handled my share of asses in my time, so I'm not really worried about it. Now, enough about him. You wanna mosey over to that cooler with me and grab some beers or what?"

"I don't really drink all that much anymore, but we could mosey to that other cooler and grab some Cokes instead."

She fluttered a hand over her heart and looped her other arm, the one with the rose petals, through his so their elbows linked. "Why, Edgar Hansen, I do declare!"

"I told you I'm the charming one."

And he noticed the glare from his brother as they walked by, but he was a long, long way from understanding it.


	2. Chapter 2

_Thanks for checking out my story, guys! I forgot to mention last chapter, the title and inspiration for this story comes from a Florida Georgia Line song by the same name. If you're a country music kinda person, check it out!_

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

He traces rose petals on her shoulder as she lays tangled in his bed sheets. She told him once that it was her mother's name – Rose – and she got the tattoo the day after her mother checked into the hospital she hasn't checked out of and probably never will.

Her wrist rests over his heart, the one that says _Always. _ He likes the thought of _Always_, but he knows in the back of his mind that she lays like this against his brother, and _Always_ is over that heart, too, and it's probably not true for either of them. Which is fair because his brother never should have started things with her to begin with, and he should have stayed away once he learned the truth, and she deserves so much better than either of their selfish asses.

But she comes back and she stays, so even if he doesn't deserve her, here she is.

"Why don't you ever tell me to leave?" she asks into the darkness.

He knows he could just not answer and she would drop it, and he debates doing just that, but the answer is so obvious and so simple that he has to at least say something. "You know why."

At least, he thinks she does.

"But you know you should. This is a mess. And you're an angel, and you don't need me fucking you up."

No one has called him an angel before, and he's not sure that she's right, but he's more worried about what she is saying about herself. He rolls onto his side so he can see her face, look into her eyes, say without saying that she is the angel and there is no one he would rather be in a mess with than her. He sees her understand, sees the switch in her eyes as they widen that little big with realization and soften with agreement. Feels her soft lips seal their fates with a slow kiss, his favorite kind, the kind that tells him this isn't just a physical thing for her, either. That this is real for her, too.

They don't say "I love you" often, but they say it then. Just whispers, so quietly that they can pretend they don't hear but know that they do. But there are affairs and families and every reason to keep it quiet and pretend that this isn't happening, that they haven't fallen in love as everything around them is on the verge of falling apart.

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

"Well, I'm just glad that Sig is taking an interest in a neighbor for once instead of complaining about them not taking care of their lawns or something. I'm just impressed she can make such a nice living doing tattoos."

June glowed in the evening sun, as usual, as she poured herself another glass of wine and nudged her husband playfully.

"Mom, I think she's got family money or something, I don't think it's all coming from tats," Mandy corrected. "She mentioned something about an uncle maybe. I don't know, she's can be super vague sometimes. Maybe Dad knows?"

But Sig was staring off towards that little blue house on the corner, which was quiet now. June had mentioned that Saturdays were Becca's busy days, when she was at her tattoo parlor pretty much dawn 'til dusk.

"Dad." Mandy snapped her fingers in front of Sig's face. "Wake up!"

"Hmm?" Sig snapped his head around. "What do you want, child?"

"Becca! She had some rich uncle or something, right?"

"Oh." Sig sank back into his chair and rolled his eyes. "Hell if I know. She doesn't say shit about her life. Good kid, though."

"She's, like, 30, Dad," Nina snorted. "She's not exactly a kid."

"Yeah, _you're_ a kid, Neens," Mandy teased, earning herself a rude hand gesture that she returned, stopping only with a stern look from June. Edgar smiled, the sun warm on his face. Damn, he loved this little family. Almost made him wish he'd had one of his own, but it's hard to have a family when your wife leaves you after a couple years. Most fishers can't luck their way into what his brother found, after all. But that was all a long time ago, and these crazy nieces of his could fill that hole and then some.

"Well, she's a kid when you're my age. That's why I'm…" he waved his hands like he did when he couldn't find the right word. "Coaching her."

"Yeah, because an 80 year-old crabber has so much wisdom to give a 30 year0old tattoo artist," Edgar teased. Hey, his nieces weren't the only siblings around.

"Be nice, June scolded. "Sig's only 79." After a chorus of laughter at her husband's express, she added, "If he doesn't take care of her, he'll go back to bothering you, Ed."

Edgar slapped a hand over his heart. "Dear God, no, please, anything but that."

"That's enough of your shit," Sig warned.

"But you seemed pretty cozy with her at the barbeque, Uncle Ed." Mandy nudged him with a big, fat, dramatic wink.

"Oo, do we have a crush on the neighbor?" June giggled

"Girls, c'mon, don't be ridiculous," Sig grumbled. "He could be her father."

"Oh, lighten up, Sig!" Edgar laughed, brushing off his brother's bad attitude as always. "It's not like we talked about anything serious. Like you guys said, she's not big on the personal stuff, just her shop and moving in and stuff. I wouldn't have even spend any time talking to her if Sig hadn't gone all Captain on her."

"Daddy! Be nice!" Nina exclaimed.

"I was nice!" Sig snapped. "She's got a hard head, 'sall."

"Oh, yeah, unlike _anyone_ we know," June quipped, sharing a conspiratorial wink with Edgar. "You'll just have to make it up to her when you take her car shopping this weekend. I"ll make a coffee cake or something."

Sig waved his hands hastily. "No, no. I, uh, think she's got an allergy to, uh…something. Nuts, maybe? Don't make her things. I'll apologize. Now, can we eat?"


	3. Chapter 3

It was two weeks before he even thought about Becca again, but a "Don't tell Dad, but…" call from his niece changed that in a flash.

Turns out, the blue house had a seafoam green bathroom and shitty pipes. With the landlord out of town, Mandy knew Sig would shit a brick if he saw Becca in those cutoff shorts trying to pull freshly-dyed hair out of a shower drain, and she knew he could fix the clog without any trouble, and between her blood relation and Becca's panic, how on earth could he say no?

But a clogged shower quickly became a much bigger job, and two hours and three conversations with the landlord later, he had a himself a gentleman's agreement to just replace the whole damn tub.

He sat on the front steps, just hanging up with a place where he could get a new fixture, when she came out with a cold Sprite and a sandwich for him.

"I'm sorry to be so much trouble. I thought I just clogged the drain, but when the Drain-o didn't work, Mandy said you'd know what to do."

"You were right to call. For once, _this_ Hansen knows what to do."

She sat down on the step next to him and stretched out her long, tanned legs. "You say that like you're not usually the problem solver."

"Well, y'know, youngest sibling and all that. Our talents get ignored in favor of our boyish charm."

She snorted. "Wouldn't know. It's just me."

"You strike me as the type to have a horde of brothers always picking on you. No siblings?"

"Nope. Hard to have any siblings when Dad leaves when you're too little to remember his face."

"And Mom?"

For as casually as she dismissed her father, mentioning her mother made her squirm. Just a little. Just enough.

"My mom is sick. Has been for a long time."

He didn't miss how flat her voice sounded, and he knew that look. That hard, far-away, keep-it-together stare. And he knew not to push her. Not yet. "Sorry to hear that. Maybe you can talk to me about it sometime, if you ever feel up to it."

She smiled that damn adorable smile again, the one with her tongue between her teeth, the one that grew slowly so he knew she really meant it and really appreciated him and was really going to be the end of him. "I'd like that, Ed. Sometime."

He cracked open his Sprite as she answered some texts. Her hair was different from today's fateful dye – a light aqua on top ombreing into a deep turquoise at mid-back. In those shorts, he could see the tattoo on her thigh, the silhouette of a wolf in the woods howling up at the moon. And he could make out the subtle shine of her silver heart-shaped nose stud from this distance.

They ate in comfortable silence, dealing with their business on their phones and enjoying the summer breeze. She occasionally pulled a little pa out of her pocket to make quick sketches, but he didn't pry to see what they were. Seemed like her business, after all.

"You like art, then? With the hair colors and the tattoos and all?"

She chuckled. "Well, that's two different questions. My body is my business, and I figure I might as well make it mine. And I'm lucky enough to be in a business where all the piercings and crazy hair and tattoos are a plus. As far as doing this for a living, tattooing is the only thing that kept me sane for a long time. Drawing is nice and all, but tattoos, like, they really mean something. It's a whole different breed. And I worked my ass off to impress this super talented dude so he'd give me an apprenticeship, so I learned from the best, and now I'm pretty damn good at this. Which, like, I should be, 'cuz I've been doing it for long enough. I started when I was 18, y'know? And I've never regretted it."

"You really love it, huh?" He didn't really need to ask; it was written all over the glow in her face, which was looking more and more beautiful the longer he saw it. And he knew he was gone for this girl already.

"It's the only thing I could imagine doing. Tattoos are a story. They capture what's important to you at that moment in your life, whether that's the biggest thing of our life or a fun little random whatever. Like, I can be memorializing someone's mother one moment and putting a pizza on some chick's ass the next, and both decisions are just as huge to those people's lives. And how fucking cool is that? Who else can say that about what they do?"

"Is there pizza on your ass?"

She laughed a big hearty laugh, the kind that threw her head back, and she curled in towards him so their shoulders hit. "Oh, Eddy. Wouldn't you like to know."

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

He found out about her mom when the car died. So much for Sig helping her buy a new one.

She was oddly antsy in his passenger seat, shifting around and ignoring her phone and avoiding his gaze. As much as he loved her nerdy phone noises (her text tone was R2-D2's chirping), when she ignored her phone for the umpteenth time in two hours, he couldn't let it slide any longer.

"Someone really wants to reach you."

"Someone can such his own dick for a while," she snapped.

"Well. Remind me not to piss you off," he muttered as he changed lanes around the idiot from Nevada going way too slow.

"Shit, Ed, I'm sorry," she sighed, rubbing her shoulder. "You're being so nice, driving me across creation at the last minute like this. I'm not trying to be a bitch, this is all just super stressful."

"It's fine. Cars never break when it's convenient. I'll take a look at it for you later if you want. I'm not great, but I might be able to diagnose it."

"Oh, God, you want to do more for me? Ed, please, you already fixed my entire bathroom, and you're hauling my ass two hours away. Now you want to fix my car? Don't you have better shit to do?"

"You'll find out, I'm painfully boring when I'm not fishing, actually," he assured her and she laughed that big laugh that threw her head back so the light hit off her Aviators and curled around her wavy hair (still blue) and caught in her smile. "Nah, but really, I don't mind. I don't have that much to do when we're not out fishing. Just promotional stuff, really. I don't mind helping you out, long as I'm not stepping on Sig's toes."

R2-D2 chirped. She ignored it.

"I'm a grown woman, though. I really shouldn't keep bugging you."

"Well, we all need help sometimes. I'm surprise Sig didn't take you, though. He's got a real investment in you, ya' know."

R2-D2 chirped. She shifted away, turning towards the window.

"Sig likes to be around when it works for him. And I appreciate his attention and all but…" She raked a hand through his hair. "I don't know. Whatever. He can be so commanding sometimes."

"Yeeeah, that's Sig. Trust me, he's like that with all of us. Don't take it personally."

"Let's just not talk about it, ok? I've got enough going on."

Well, he wasn't about to push her, not when she so clearly didn't want to talk. "Ok. Can I ask where we're going, then?"

"You're taking this right at the fence. We're visiting my mom."

Mom waited in what the nurse told him was the Common Room, sat in a bay window overlooking a garden that was mostly poorly maintained hedges. Someone sat at a piano with a lid that would not open. Two older men played chess in the corner. A few read, some sat talking to other visitors, a few watched Say Yes to the Dress in the corner.

One small woman, no older than Becca, sat on the floor in the middle o the room with her hands over her eyes while everyone went about their business around her.

"That's Mom," Becca murmured, as if speaking too loudly would break the calm spell over the room. She gestured to the thin woman in the window, much to his relief. They looked nearly identical – same ski-slope nose, same long limbs, same pointed chins and round cheeks. "Come meet her."

And he wasn't too proud of it, but he didn't really want to meet the mother that lived in St. Dymphna's Home for Severe and Persistent Mental Illness. But Becca took his hand and led him over, so he couldn't exactly say no. Becca stopped to say hello to the woman sitting on the floor, and the smile that brightened her face at being acknowledged could have inspired a thousand artists. Edgar wondered if anyone else had even spoken to her that day, or if Becca was the only person that took the time.

"Do you know her?" he whispered.

"No. But she's there all the time, and I figure everyone deserves to be acknowledged, right? She's a person." Just like that. Like it was the most obvious thing in the world. And Edgar wasn't too big to admit that he would have walked right by her, too, but here was someone who wouldn't. Becca was better than that, and he wondered what exactly his heart was getting him into.

And they sat in the window and talked like nothing was wrong. Becca told her mom about how business was really picking up at the shop and how she was invited to some convention in California in a few months. Edgar told them about fishing. Mom talked about painting and wanting to learn to crochet. Becca promised to see if she could bring her yarn. But when her mother tapped Becca's knee like conspirators and insisted to be told about this blossoming romance, Becca's cheeks flushed bright red.

"No, Mom, Edgar's not my boyfriend. He just gave me a ride today."

It seemed like an honest mistake to him, and he didn't really mind the mix-up. But it struck him as odd that her mother looked so confused. "Oh, but I thought… this isn't the one you-"

"No. He's not. I'll explain some other time, ok?"

And something in Becca's tone told him that there was more to this, but he didn't want to cause a scene in the Common Room of St. Dymphna's, so he did what he did best and tried to lighten the mood. "Hey, hey, Becs. You got a boyfriend you haven't told me about?" And he nudged her with his elbow and gave mom a big wink. And, ok, maybe the thought bothered him a little, but he barely knew the girl, so he ignored that pit in his stomach.

"No, I – oh my God, you two, stop it!" She giggled. "I'm never talking to either of you again!"

And they laughed and moved on. Her mother gave him a hug goodbye that was as warm as if he was her own child. Becca exchanged words with some nurses or maybe doctors, and they got in the car and started to drive back. It was nearly an hour before she spoke, but he wasn't about to rush her.

"What do you want to know about all this?"

He shrugged. "Whatever you think you want to say."

"She's sick, my mom. Today was a good day and it didn't look like it, but there are days that…She almost killed herself once. It's these voices she hears, y'know? They, uh, they overwhelm her sometimes. So, as good as she looks, know that she's not. She's really fighting."

"She's always been like this?"

"Like, when I was growing up? Yeah. I spent a lot of my childhood thinking it was normal for moms to talk to people that weren't there and lock up in the rooms for days on end and all that. It wasn't easy, but, hey, here we are. And she's lucky, she's in a really good place now."

"And she's got you."

"Well," she rolled her eyes, "I'm no prize."

"You're everything, Becca."

They pulled into the driveway singing Fleetwood Mac with open windows and big smiles, bellies full of McDonald's drive-thru. But the fun all stopped when Sig came stomping off of the porch.

"Where the hell have you been? I've been trying to – Ed? What the hell is this?"

And something in her wide, frantic eyes told Edgar all he needed to know. Sig, the man that helped her unpack and cut her grass and helped her buy cars (although not very well), did not know about her mom. She wanted it that way. But for whatever reason, she trusted Edgar with this. That meant something to him, and he felt something hot and heavy and protective well up in his chest. So you best believe that he was out of that car and ready to go at his brother, even if his hands stayed in his pockets so Sig thought this was all just casual.

"Her car was smoking, Sig, so we went to actually look at replacements, see if I could help her more than you did."

Sig backed up a step. "O-oh. And did you, uh, did you find something?"

And he knew it was odd how quickly Sig backed off, but all that mattered was that grateful smile from Becca as she got out of the car to stand by his side.

"Do you see a new car?" she quipped. "No? Okay, obviously I didn't find something. Now, look, I'm sorry I ignored you. There was a lot going on. But if you promise to behave, I"ll let you take me car shopping tomorrow, and I promise not to bite even a little bit."

"Sounds like a good deal, Sig. Get her a good deal with your captain powers."

"C'mon, Sig. What d'you say? Forgiven?"

Sig stared long and hard before growling out his frustration. "Yeah, you know damn well you're forgiven. And you can even bite a little bit if you want."


	4. Chapter 4

It is hard to say how long he has been asleep when her shaking wakes him. It has started raining, so he knows that he did actually sleep for at least a little bit, and the full moon illuminates the room so he can clearly see the beautiful woman as she quakes in his arms. Her body shudders, the occasional whimper escaping her mouth, but her eyes never once flicker open. He tries to tighten his grip on her and pull her back to his chest, but her body only rebels against that and vehemently fights his hold.

"Becca," he whispers, but his voice does not seem to penetrate her nightmare. "Becca! Wake up." Still nothing. He wishes that he could shake her awake, but the nightmare wracks her body so much that he knows he would have no effect on her.

She squirms again, but her body stills momentarily, and he uses the opportunity to press his lips against the burning, sweat-beaded skin of her forehead. Her eyes immediately fly open, but they are not the eyes he is used to seeing. These were wild and lost and seem to look straight through him even though they find his eyes instantly. He takes his arm from around her waist and rests it on her cheek, lacing his fingers through her hair. That seems to focus her, and, after a heavy blink, she seems to realize that he is there.

"It was a nightmare. It's okay."

She is still for a moment, an odd contrast to the shaking of moments ago, and then her body slumps as realization strikes. "Shit," she hisses, squeezing her eyes shut. "M'sorry."

"It's okay," he assures her softly. "I'm here. Go back to sleep." He gently tugs her head back to his chest, and she is not awake enough to protest. Instead, she sighs into him, and her muscles relax as she returns to a comfortable position. He gently massages her temple and then moves his fingers down her neck and to her shoulders, something he remembers his mother doing when he was little, and she lets out a tiny moan that sens shivers right to his stomach.

The next time he is aware of her is when she shivers an hour or so later; it seems painfully obvious to him that she does not shiver from the cold, but he wraps her body in his in hopes that he can put an end to this. It is not surprising, however, when her shivering continued. His chest feels cool and damp, and a quick brush of his fingers against her cheek reveals silent tears.

"Shhhh," he soothes. "It's all right. I'm right here. I've got you."

He has no idea if her subconscious is aware of him or not, but he has to try. He has to wrap her in his arms and rock her gently back and forth, has to make those gentle circles at the base of her neck with his fingertips, has to brush his lips against her hairline. She has never felt so far away from him, lost in a world he could not access, and he has never wanted to understand someone as desperately as he wanted to understand her in that moment. He knows her pains, knows her stories, but he just doesn't know what he can do in moments like these. How do you take away the pain someone has carried for a lifetime?

Anger flares through him, starting somewhere deep in his stomach, as he holds her body against his. She is so close to him, but so far away, so alone. He hates every force in the universe that has done this to her; the things that make her so strong in the daytime have also made her so heartbreaking in the moonlight.

He kisses her forehead again and puts his head on top of hers. Silently, he sends a prayer up to a God he doesn't talk to much just in case someone is listening.

_ Please, God, let this be the last one tonight. Give her some peace. Let me help her._

She lets out a sob, and he clenches his teeth to hold in his anger at the kind of world that could do this to a girl. His beautiful girl.

"You're all right," he tries again. "You're safe."

"I know." The whisper astonishes him, but he keeps his tight hold around her and continues making those small circles at the base of her neck. Her voice is too tiny to be anything but a barely-conscious murmur. Her body sags back into his, and he reciprocates from relief. "You're here."

"I'm here," he agrees. "I've got you. I'm not letting go."

NWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNWNW

He found out about the affair when he just couldn't take the questions swirling through his head anymore, and it damn near killed him but it didn't really surprise him. He called her to say that the needed to talk because it was just driving him absolutely crazy that she was all right with Sig moving hr furniture an accepting her packages and negotiating her car deals – her new CR-V apparently came at quite a steal between the two of their heads together – but wasn't all right with him knowing about her mother.

But it was the middle of the day when he couldn't stand it anymore, so of course she was at work. She told him to come on over if he was so frantic that he couldn't get a full sentence out over the phone, so he was finding himself pulling up to a little beige building with a black lacquer door and a pretty sick looking genie coming out of a lamp on the window advertising Three Wishes Tattoos. He could just see her cheeky smile, elbowing him in the ribs, saying, "Because I'm Becca _Grant._ Like, _grant_ your wishes. Get it?"

Which is exactly what she did when he asked about the name. He still gave her the decency of an eye roll and a groan because bad humor always has to be acknowledged, right?

Her hair was up in a sloppy bun today so he could see the tiny black and white cupcake tattoo on the back of her neck, and he had never thought she looked more like an artist than she did in that paint-splattered tank top with the giant armholes that showed her lacey coral bandeau and the tree curving over her ribs. He had never seen even a hint of that tattoo before, and it made him wonder just how many she had that he didn't know about.

Speaking of things he didn't know about. "You don't like Sig, do you?"

"Oh, we're jumping right in then, are we?" she grumbled, checking something on her laptop at the old wooden counter. "Pop a squat." She pointed to the worn yellow couch on the customer side of the counter. But Edgar was not sitting down, not after spending all week thinking about thisl

"I don't understand how you're perfectly fine with him being in your home all the time and helping you with all this stuff, but you're telling me about the personal things in your life and keeping it a big secret from him. How does that make any sense?"

"It's not like that. I'm just private, ok? Don't get so worked up." She laughed a little, the kind of light, nervous laugh people give when they know they're on the losing side. And Edgar did not think this was funny at all.

"Don't tell me how to feel, Becs. I've been trying to figure out why you're trusting me more than him here, and the only thing I can think of is that you don't actually like him as much as everyone thinks you do-"

"Ed."

"But that doesn't make any sense, either, because I don't know why you'd let him stick around if you don't like him, so then I'm stuck all over again!"

"Ed!" She rounded the counter to stand right up in front of him, the only way she could think of to get his attention. "I need you to calm down. I can explain."

"Can you explain it so I don't think you're a liar?"

"I…what?" She took a step back, and he thought for second that maybe he shouldn't have said that because she looked so hurt. But then her face hardened, and the fight was back on. "I never fucking lied to you. I never said that I liked Sig."

"I'm 100% sure that you did."

"Fuck, okay, yeah, I probably did, _shit_, but it's more complicated than that. Sig is…_fuck_." She waved her hands through the air like it held the words she didn't have. "I don't want him around all the time, and I don't want all his attention, ok? I didn't ask for any of this, and I want it to just go away, but I don't know how, and it's driving me crazy. But he's got this way of just convincing you that everything's fine, and making you feel safe, y'know? And that's not easy to walk away from."

And that's when he started to wonder. Because that didn't really sound like a neighbor who wanted less help around the house.

So maybe he was still confused about what exactly was going on, but he could _feel_ her frantic energy in the air between them, and he didn't like it. Not one bit. And it was an instinct, really, to pull her close and wrap her in his arms and let her sputter herself out into his chest. It just felt right to use his thumbs to make soothing circles on her neck, right over that cupcake he noticed earlier, to shush her calm, to press his lips to the top of her head and then rest his cheek over that same spot.

When she finally let herself relax into him, he tried again. "Tell me what's going on, Becs. I'm right here."

"I can't."

"I'm right here."

"You'll hate me."

"I'm here."

"You won't stay if you know, and I want you to stay. Not, like…" she sniffed, and it was the first hint he had that she was crying. "Not like here, but, like, in my life. I don't want you to go."

"You told me about your mom for a reason. You let me come here today for a reason. I'm _here_. Tell me what's happening."

She took in a deep breath. And another. And a third. And maybe it was that third breath that braced her, or maybe it was his second kiss on the top of her head, or R2-D2's muffled chirp from somewhere further into the shop.

"I'm sleeping with Sig."

His first instinct was to let her go but his second was to hold on tighter as she fell apart in his arms, and he listened to that second one because, as much as his heart was twisting up and his head was spinning, he mostly couldn't bear how hard she was crying. And anyone could have walked in the shop at that moment, but thank God no one did, because all they would have seen was a beautiful girl clinging to Edgar as if maybe he could stop the runaway train he didn't even know he was standing on the tracks of. So he held her as tight as he can, hoping maybe he could take some of her pain away, stroking her hair, but he didn't tell her that it was all right because he just was not sure that it was.

Because, as much as he cared about her, even he had to admit that this was pretty fucked up. Sig was married, after all, rather happily, with two kids and a public image and absolutely no hint that he had be looking to risk all of that with a neighbor that just popped up. A neighbor that seemed to fight with him and avoid him more than anything. Then again, Edgar wondered if he had known Becca before all of this started; he suspected that he had not, and that would explain why she seemed so uncomfortable talking about Sig. If she had been sleeping with a married man the whole timee, she probably wouldn't be all that excited to talk about him. Made sense. Made way too much sense.

He wanted to be mad at her, but he couldn't be. Not after he had spent all this time with her. He could be pretty mad at his brother, though, and he let that happen. Let that anger well up at how Sig let an attraction get so out of hand. And maybe it was a little bit of jealousy, too, or maybe a lot of jealousy, because he cared about this woman, he really fucking did and he would not lie about that, and Sig had to go and do this to her.

His thoughts continued to race as she cried herself calm, and when she had nothing left to cry out, they just stood there holding each other in silence as the evening dim began to set in. And it was hard for him to tell if he was hugging away her pain or if she was keeping him standing at that point, because he felt pretty damn exhausted himself.

"What do you need to know?"

"What do you need to say?" Because there were a lot of things he could ask – how it started, did she want to end it, why didn't she love him instead – but none of it really seemed to matter. She obviously was not proud of it and did not want it – his soaked shirt could attest to that. And dragging out the story would not do anything but hurt, so why bother? He would find it all out in time, anyway, although he was hardly to know that at the time.

"I don't know what to say. I feel like I'm letting you down."

"You're not. Becs." He took her face in his hands to force her to meet his gaze. "I'm not happy, who the fuck would be? But don't think for one second that I think any less of you. We'll get through this, ok? I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere."


End file.
